Effects of social environment on sexual maturation in female cotton rats (Sigmodon hispidus).
Age at sexual maturation among female cotton rats was measured in a variety of intraspecific social environments. Two experiments were conducted. In Experiment I, female cotton rats attained vaginal perforation and first estrus at younger ages and lighter body masses when paired from weaning with a conspecific juvenile male than when caged alone. In Experiment II, these findings were replicated and extended. Females housed with juvenile males matured at the youngest ages, while those housed alone matured at the oldest ages. Females housed with adult males matured at intermediate ages. Presence of a second juvenile female during maturation was significantly associated with early vaginal opening but not with early first estrus. The results of this study are discussed in context of similar social environmental effects on female sexual maturation that have been identified in other rodent species.